FOCUS by Burke (Editor), Larry
Myth-stakes 
Today's elderly don't fit 
yesterday's stereotypes 
PoPle who live into old age, it 
seems, are rewarded with a long list 
of stereotypes, many of them 
negative. How often do we see Hol-
lywood, Madison Avenue or the na-
tional media portray senior citizens 
as forlorn, forgetful and feeble? But 
aging is an individual process that 
can't be defined by narrow stereo-
types. 
What are the common "myths" 
that shape our view of old age and 
our reaction to those we label "senior 
citizens?" Here are five: 
There is an assumption that the elderly 
withdraw from society. But studies have 
shown that if individuals take the initiative 
to develop social contacts when they are 
young, they will continue to do so as they 
grow older. That psychological dimension 
of one's personality is not related to age. 
True, social contact may not be as easy 
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after a lifetime of on-the-job friends. Lack of 
transportation and poor health are two of 
the biggest reasons some seniors may be cut 
off from social contact. 
Some people do experience depression 
after retirement, deaths of loved ones or 
friends, or financial problems. But depression 
is treatable and not the sole domain of the 
elderly. 
Many senior citizens do live alone. But 
there is a big distinction between being alone 
and being lonely. Most seniors develop a 
social network of friends, just as any age 
group does. Many people tum to senior 
citizen centers, churches, volunteer 
organizations and other programs to de-
velop friendships. 
The majority of seniors - 65 percent -live 
in a family setting. Another 30 percent live 
alone. Only 5 percent live in nursing homes. 
THE 
ECONOMIC 
MYTH . 
The Eldt'rl) 
Are Poor 
It does not follow that if you grow old, you 
grow poor. Eleven percent of the senior 
population lives below the poverty line, com-
pared to 13 percent for other age groups. 
Many of those are women 85 years and older 
who have never worked outside the home. 
True, most seniors' income is lower than 
when they were at their peak earning years. 
But compared to all adults, the average in-
come is about the same - approximately 
$15,000. 
Those statistics are expected to improve 
in the coming years. The "new old" -
people in their early 60s - have had more 
opportunity to save and invest. That genera-
tion, along with the baby boomers who fol-
low, is expected to enter its senior citizen 
years in even better financial condition than 
the current generation. 
The Elderly 
l1ecll'nneeded 
After a lifetime of productivity on the job 
or raising a family, seniors may feel un-
needed. But most seniors are able to adjust 
to those role changes by finding other av-
enues for their time and energy. 
More and more seniors are taking 
advantage of new opportunities to volunteer 
their time and experience to a variety of 
organizations. 
Others tum lifelong interests into cottage 
industries. And others remain in the work 
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